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Methods
The National Registry of Exonerations (NRE) was created to build a database of all 
individuals who had been falsely convicted of a crime. It provides details about each 
person’s case from the crime being committed all the way through their exoneration. 
This study explores a subset of historical cases, focused on better understanding the 
role of official misconduct in wrongful convictions.
Using the NRE’s filtering tools, I sorted the data to include only cases marked as 
containing official misconduct, reducing 381 historical cases down to 127. My goal 
was to identify the most frequent types of misconduct used by officials within the 
Criminal Justice System that led to false imprisonment—and later exoneration—
prior to 1989, when forensic evidence in court became widely used.
Using the qualitative data analysis program MAXQDA, I began to mark key details 
in the cases with codes. I used codes from a similar research project as a starting 
point and created more as needed. After removing repeated cases, I was left with 92 
unique cases containing official misconduct. MAXQDA allowed me to sort through 
the cases by each code and isolate the portions of each case that I coded to a 
particular kind of misconduct. 
This table breaks down 
the analyzed codes 
based on the official 
committing misconduct 
as well as what type is 
being committed.
This is only a portion of 
the code list, focusing 
on the role of police 
and prosecutorial 
misconduct, which 
include the bulk of 
cases in the study.
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Of the 92 unique cases of official misconduct, police misconduct was present in 56 
of the cases. Police officers have significant discretion in their work, enabling them 
to commit a broader range of misconduct. It was easiest to simply beat someone 
into confessing for a crime or threatening to do so. Police would try to keep the 
people whom they thought were criminals in jail, regardless of whether they had 
committed a crime or not.
*Police coercion proved to encompass multiple methods, as seen in the chart above.
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Prosecutor misconduct was present in 
43 of the 92 cases. The most common 
misconduct was to withhold evidence 
from the defense team. This would be to 
keep evidence that pointed away from 
the defendant or towards a different 
suspect out of the courtroom. There 
were instances of intimidating 
witnesses and experts into providing 
evidence or testimony to align with the 
narrative against the defendant. There 
were many instances of prosecutors 
cutting deals with other convicted 
criminals who knew the defendant to 
testify against him, claiming they had 
inside information on the crime.
22 cases involving prosecutorial 
misconduct coincided with police 
misconduct as well. 
Conclusions
Historical exonerations have occurred in fairly high-profile cases, all before the 
advent of DNA analysis.  It is perhaps not surprising that these cases tend to involve 
extremes of both police and prosecutorial misconduct. Almost a quarter of the cases 
(N=22) included both police and prosecutorial misconduct. Police misconduct itself 
tended to also involve coerced confessions, the use or threat of violence, and framing 
suspects. The data seemed to follow a narrative when it came to misconduct. The 
most common trend for police misconduct was to use or threaten violence in order to 
coerce a false confession. Frequently, prosecutors were privy to knowledge of police 
actions, and tried to withhold evidence that was exculpatory. The historical dataset 
provides insights into the broader study of wrongful convictions.
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